
1 

 

Fr. Mary Bastian 25th remembrance – 6th January 2010, Vankalai (Mannar, Sri Lanka) 
 
Vankalai Church had always been laid back and calm when I visited last month, and several times before. But 
when I arrived there on 5th January evening, I noticed something different in the atmosphere.  
 
The whole place was alive and hive of activity. People were everywhere, some in the garden, some in the mission 
house, and some in the kitchen. The whole place had a new look, freshly painted, and cleaned up. There also 
many priests and visitors. Priests hailing from Vankalai, but serving elsewhere had come down. Others were 
dropping by. Fr. Jeyabalan Croos, the present Parish Priest and my good friend, greeted me warmly, but this time, 
he also had other visitors to greet and welcome. Amongst the visitors was an ailing mother, brother and sister 
(who had come from United States of America and England) of a former parish priest, one who had served there 
25 years ago.  
 
That parish priest was Fr. Mary Bastian. It was the priest at whose statue I always stop when I visit Vankalai, it is 
the priest whose photos dominates the parish house. It was the priest for whom the parish community had made 
songs.  
 
All the activities were surrounding the commemoration that was planned for the 25th anniversary of the killing of 
this young priest, inside the mission house. (Or if we go by government’s version, the 25th anniversary of him 
slipping away to India and hiding for 25 years, without telling the parish community, priests, his Bishop, or even 
his mother and family who were overseas even that time)  
 
It was yet another death anniversary to be celebrated without a body & grave.  
 
The next day, on 6th January, we woke up early. The Bishop of Mannar presided over the memorial Mass and 
preached. It appeared that the whole village of Vankalai had turned up for the open air mass, definitely in the 
thousands. Amongst them were more than 100 priests and sisters, including many from Jaffna and also school 
children, even though it was a school day. I was happy that I had made it, especially since only three of us had 
finally made it from Colombo, though around 25 people had expressed interest when I had initially suggested the 
idea.   
 

 

 

 
 
The Mass was followed by a memorial meeting. Amongst the highlights was garlanding the statue of Fr. Mary 
Bastian, laying flowers. This I learnt was an annual event. There were also songs and poems in memory of “Basti” 
as he had been popularly known.  
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Another moment was the launching of a book on Fr. Mary Bastian. Amongst the few letters in English was a 
famous (perhaps infamous for some!) letter Fr. Bastian had written to the Catholic Bishops Conference of Sri 
Lanka in November 1982, questioning what was the church doing “when my people are suffering, oppressed and 
living on concessions”. In the same letter, he had honestly expressed his frustration, saying he was “ashamed to be 
a Catholic priest” and that “we priests just can’t remain saying Masses for the dead”.  
 
Most of the Mass and the memorial ceremony were in Tamil, but priests around me helped me understand some 
of the sharings.  
 
Anton, Fr. Bastian’s brother who had come all the way from America observed that he and the family had found 
Fr. Bastian to be fully alive even after 25 years. The family also shared their appreciation of all that was being done 
by the Vankalai parish and the Mannar diocese to remember Fr. Bastian.  
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Bishop Rayappu Joseph talked how Fr. Bastian’s struggle against evil and suffering of the people was part of his 
spiritual mission.  
 

 

 

 
The most moving sharing, which brought tears to eyes of many present, including the family of Fr Bastian, was 
the testimony by an exceptionally brave parishioner & school teacher, Ms. Livintha Sritharan Croos. She had 
agreed to speak the truth in front of thousands and possibly heard by the military, who I witnessed still had a 
strong presence outside the church.  
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With tear streaming down her face, she vividly recalled the events of 25 years ago, which she had experienced and 
witnessed together with her family. According to Livintha, when there was firing by the military around Vankalai, 
her father had gone to the Church, and was told by Fr. Bastian to come to the church to seek refuge if they were 
scared. When they arrived at the church, Fr. Bastian had told the family to hide inside the church and gone to the 
mission house. While in hiding, Livintha had heard gun shots followed by screams of “aiyo amma” (Ohh mother) 
in Fr. Bastian’s voice. Later on, from where they were hiding, she and her family had seen soldiers carrying the 
body of Fr. Bastian, in white cassock.  
 
Livintha’s testimony tallied with the story of another eye witness I had heard, a boy who had hidden inside the 
mission house, and who had given the testimony to Police.  
 
Despite all these, even 25 years later, the truth is yet to be officially acknowledged by successive governments, 
which had claimed that Fr. Bastian would have fled to India.  
 
Fr. Jeyabalan Croos, the present parish priest, had known Fr. Bastian since 1966. He had also been one of the first 
ones on the scene after the killing, and had helped translate when eye witnesses had recounted the story to Police. 
According to him, end of 1984 had been a bloody period in that area and Fr. Bastian was at the forefront of trying 
to protect the people. Two incidents that may have prompted the military to kill Fr. Bastian may have been the 
fact that he had taken photos of bodies after a massacre of large number of civilians in the nearby Murunkan town 
and that he had buried the body of Rev. Jeyarajasingham, a Methodist Priest of the area who was also killed.  
 

 

 

 

 
 
 
“In 1982, Fr. Bastian wrote a prophetic letter to the Bishops Conference, a letter which was borne out his 
personal involvement with suffering people. 27 years after that, and 25 years after he was killed, Tamil people are 
even worse off. Tens of thousands had been killed, disappeared, injured, detained, and tortured, displaced. It 
would be good to reflect what Fr. Bastian would be doing if he was alive today in this realities. But he has already 
been killed, and we are alive. So it would be even more relevant to ask ourselves also what we are doing….what 
we should be doing, if we want to follow Fr. Bastian” was Fr. Jeyabalan’s concluding remarks at the memorial 
event.  
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Fr. Mary Bastian is amongst the several priestly martyrs from the Catholic Church in Sri Lanka. The list has 
become longer since 2006, with Fr. Jim Brown, Fr. Pakiaranjith, Fr. Karunaratnam, Fr. Francis Joseph, Fr. 
Sarathjeevan joining the likes of Fr. Bastian, Fr. Chandra Fernando, Fr. Herbiert, Fr. Selvarajah, Fr. Wenceslaus, 
Fr. Michael Rodrigo, Fr. Srilal Amaratunga.  
 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 
They have been killed or simply went missing, but they live in the hearts of those whose lives they sought to 
protect and serve selflessly. And they continue to inspire me and many others. 
 
Ruki Fernando  
7th January 2010  


